68    THE FALL OF THE FEUDAL MONARCHY

The natural economic effect of the Black Death
was to cause a great scarcity of labour, and the
survivors attempted to benefit from the national
calamity by obtaining higher wages. This attempt
was met by the Statute of Labourers, which fixed
wages and forbade the servant to ask, or the
employer to give, higher remuneration. Much
abuse has been levelled against this enactment, as
a piece of infamous class legislation, but, though it
was unpopular and detrimental, it was not intended
to benefit one section of the community. For it
provided that the clergy should not, as they had
tried to do, charge higher fees for burials than they
had done before the plague, and it was, in short,
the object of the statute to prevent any one from
reaping advantage from the misfortunes of the
community. Like most attempts to regulate labour,
it failed ; the barons, themselves, evaded the law in
order to save their crops, and its chief effect was to
increase the discontent of the peasantry.

Again, there were other contributory causes. The
central government was weak and there was much
disorder in the country, where the local magnates
and their retainers oppressed their lesser neighbours.
The very prosperity of the villeins was the result of
actions punishable by law, and men who had grown
rich despite the government might be expected to
rise readily against it. Finally, there were a number
of lesser grievances; vexatious incidents of the
manorial systems, which contributed to initiate the
people still further; and the heavy taxation, cul-
minating in the imposition of the poll-tax, seems to
have been the last incentive to revolt.